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Preservice students learn by doing, as they teach gymnastics to community children. 

T he need for children to stay physically active has become paramount in 
order to fight the onset of childhood obesity and chronic diseases caused 
by an unhealthy lifestyle (Sanders, 2002). Many health professionals and 
educators have reported that regular physical activity helps children build 
and maintain healthy bones, muscles, and joints; reduces fat; prevents or delays 
the development of high blood pressure; and reduces feelings of depression and 
anxiety (Corbin & Pangrazi, 1998; Epstein, Valoski, & McCurley, 1995; Portman, 
2003). From experience and research, educators indicate that children who do not 
develop a foundation of basic motor skills are less likely to participate in physical 
activity on a daily basis. These basic physical skills are in valuable lifetime tools that 
children and adults need to successfully participate in regular physical activities to 
help maintain their physical and mental health (McCall & Craft, 2000). Children 
use movement to express feelings, manipulate objects, and learn about their sur- 
roundings. The urge to master physical ski lls and capitalize on the body's capacity 
for movement is common to all children (Sanders, 2002). 

An excellent meansof teaching basic motor ski I Is, as well as health -related fitness, 
isthrough gymnastics. However, teachinggymnasticsischallengingfor many young 
teachers. To address this challenge, the author developed a preservice gymnastics 
program that would givepreservicestudentsexperiencein teaching gymnastics, while 
benefiting children in the community. The program evolved from ideas contained 
in the Coordinated School Health Program (CSHP), which was developed by the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC, 1997). To address the nation's 
most serious health and social problems, the CSHP was established to coordinate 
the efforts of eight interactivecomponentsin education (health education; physical 
education; health services; nutrition services; counseling, psychological, and social 
services; healthy school environment; health promotion for staff; and family and 
community involvement). 

The purpose of the gymnastics program was to promote two components of 
the CSHP (physical education and family/community involvement), through the 
combined efforts of a professor, col lege students, children from thecommunity, and 
the children's parents. The program emphasized the importance of teaching skill 
devel opmen t and h eal th -rel ated fitn ess th rough a gy mn asti cs u n i t an d of provi d i n g a 
foundation for lifetime physical activity. Th i s article wi 1 1 present (1) the importance 
of gymnasticsforthedevelopment of movement ski I Isand health -rel ated fitness; (2) 
the goals of the preservice gymnastics program; (3) the methods and implementa- 
tion of the program; and (4) the outcomes of the program. 

Importance of Gymnastics 

Cooper and Trnka (1994) defined gymnasticsas"physical activity of any kind" (p. 1). 
Nilges(cited in Masterson, 2003) and Cooper and Trnka suggested that gymnastics 
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Preservice students assist with the climbing rope, which 
helps to develop strength and confidence in the program 
participants. 


develops many valuableskillsand components of health-re- 
lated fitness, including increased strength, flexibility, balance, 
endurance, kinesthetics, agility, self-discipline, coordination, 
courage, self-confidence, social awareness, and perseverance. 
They also suggested that gymnastics is a fundamental and 
critical part of thephysical education curriculum that should 
be offered in preschool through college. The national stan- 
dards(National Association for Sport and Physical Education, 
2004) recognizetheimportanceof gymnasticsby including it 
among some sample performance outcomes. Unfortunately, 
many physical educators do not have an extensive back- 
ground in the methodology of teaching developmentally 
appropriate gymnastics (Werner, 2004). One reason may be 
that gymnastics remains largely underdeveloped in most 
physical education programs (Lathrop & Drake, 1998). 

Goals of the Program 

This article introduces a preservice gymnastics course that 
prepared future physical educators to teach skill progression 
th rough a devel opmen tal I y appropri ate gymn asti cs program . 
By acquiring hands-on experience teaching children gym- 
nastics ski I Is, the preservice students gained the confidence 
to incorporate a gymnastics unit safely into their physical 
education curriculum. The program also educated parents 
about the importance of their children being physically ac- 
tive and of their involvement with theirchildren duringthe 
early stages of development in order to lay a foundation for 
a lifetime of physical activity. 



The professor demonstrates proper spotting for a child on the 
balance beam. 


Th e goal s of th e program for parti ci pati n g ch i I d ren were 
(1) to improve fundamental motor ski I Is (i.e., nonlocomotor 
and locomotor); (2) to improve health-related fitness (e.g., 
flexibility, strength, endurance, and cardiovascular fitness); 
(3) to develop motor-fitness skills(e.g., coordination, balance, 
and agility); (4) to provide different methods to introduce 
gymnastics skills; and (5) to help children at all skill and 
fitness levels develop the confidence to maintain future 
lifetime activities. 

Methods and Implementation 

Developmentally appropriate gymnastics, as defined by 
Werner (2004), is an activity that involves movement in a 
controlled manner, aiding in the development of locomo- 
tive, non locomotive, manipulative, and health -related fitness 
skills and that enhances an individual's body awareness. 
The author implemented a developmentally appropriate 
gymnastics program in the Health & Kinesiology Depart- 
ment at Northeastern State Un iversity (NSU), inTahlequah, 
Oklahoma. This was done in collaboration with the NSU 
Continuing Education Department and with parents and 
children of the community. Several known methods of 
teaching gymnastics were used for the course curriculum in 
order to provide the preservice students with more options 
for teaching gymnastics based on their individual situations 
oncethey becomecertified physical education teachers. These 
methods included ideas from Kid nasties (Malm berg, 2003); 
the Sports, Play, & Active Recreation for Kids (SPARK) cur- 
riculum (Kimbrell, Richey, Rosengard, & McKenzie, 2003); 
fundamental gymnastics (M itchell, Davis, & Lopez, 2002); 
developmental gymnastics (O'Quinn 1990; Werner, 2004); 
and beginner-to-intermediate, basic gymnastics (Cooper & 
Trnka, 1994). 

At the beginning of each semester, the program asked 
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enrolled preservice students thefollowing questions: 

• What is gymnastics? 

• Who can teach gymnastics? 

• How can gymnastics help students understand the im- 
portan ce of ski 1 1 progressi on ? 

The responses were varied and most often wrong, showing 
the need to start with fundamentals. The first four weeks of 
each semester were dedicated to training approximately 25 
preservice students enrol led in the'Techniquesof Teaching 
Gymnastics" course. Thistraining included an introduction 
to gymnastics terminology, appropriate use of equipment, 
safety procedures, spotting techniques, teaching methods, 
how to work with small and large groups, and the benefits 
of teaching skill development through gymnastics. 

In thefifth week, thelO-week continuing-education class 
began. Two separate continuing-education classes were of- 
fered consecutively: onefor children who were three to five 
years of age, and one for ch i Idren who were six to 14 years 
of age. Each class was limited to 25 children, in accordance 
with Werner's (2004) recommendations for a normal class 
si ze. Li m i ti n g th e cl ass si ze h el ped th e preservi ce students to 
become aware of how many studentsthey should be required 
to work with to provide safe and productive instruction. 
Despite the suggestion of keeping theclass size at 25, many 
schoolstend to schedule several physical education classes 
during a single class period, reaching class sizes of 40 to 60 
students. To prepare the preservice students for such a situ- 
ation, they were told to develop a lesson plan indicating 
how they would manage a large number of students while 
teaching gymnastics in an effective and safe manner. 

Duringthefirst and ninth weeksof the continuing-educa- 
tion gymnastics classes, the professor and college students 
used objective skill measures to observe and assess each 
child's basic body positions, non locomotor and locomotor 
skills, health-related fitness, and gymnastics ski I Is. They used 
thisassessmentto place thechi Idren in smaller groups based 
on skill level and to document their skill improvement at 
the end of the class. Starting in the fifth week, the second 
half of theclass was dedicated to an aerobic circuit-training 
arrangement designed to help the children work on their 
endurance as well as their gymnastics skills. During the 
last week of the class, the parents, extended families, and 
friends were invited to take photographs and participate in 
the class activities. 

The first continuing-education class, for the three- to 
five-year-olds, lasted 45 minutes. The second class, for the 
five- to 14-year-olds, lasted 60 minutes. Each day, the gym- 
nastics classes began with a warm-up that focused on body 
positions (arch, tuck, pike, straddle, and layout) and six basic 
locomotor skills(running, galloping, sliding, hoppingjump- 
ing, and leaping). Balancing, directional movements, and 
health -related fitness skills (flexibility, strength, and endur- 
ance) were also practiced. Each day after the warm-up, the 
children learned basic gymnastics ski I Is by rotating through 
stationsof gymnastics equipment, including tumbling mats 
of different shapes, balance beams, ropes, rings, single bar, 



In addition to developing motor skills, participants improved 
their muscular strength. 


vaulting horse, and themini-trampoline. Duringthecircuit- 
training rotations, pairs of preservice students stayed at an 
assigned station and worked with all of the children. Each 
day ended with a cool-down activity. The younger children's 
cool down included the "Hokey-Pokey" dance, which wasa 
fun way of identifying body parts and practicing directional 
movements. The older children's cool down included stress 
reduction and stretching activities. 

Parents were allowed to observe the classes from the 
bleachers, but were given guidelines to follow so that they 
wou I d n ot d i stract thei r ch i I dren . It was i m perati ve th at th e 
children pay attention to their college student partners. If 
children could not workwith their parents in attendance, the 
parentscooperated by leavingthegymnasium. Iftheparents 
had questionsorcommentsduringtheclass, they were asked 
to discuss them with the professor after class. 

Program O utcomes 

Assessments. I nthespring 2006 semester, an effort was made 
to emphasizetheimportanceof assessingand identifying the 
ch i I d ren 's i m pro vemen ts. Toachievethis, thefirstandninth 
weeks of the gymnastics class were dedicated to collecting 
assessment data. Pre- and post-assessments of six locomotor 
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A preservice student helps a program participant practice his 
gymnastics skills. 


skills (running, galloping, sliding, hopping, jumping, and 
leaping), using the guidelines set by the early childhood 
SPARK curriculum (Kimbrell et al ., 2003), were collected for 
the children in both classes. The children in the older class 
were also assessed on non locomotor skills, balance, health- 
related skills, and gymnastics skills. Someof theskillsassessed 
were scored with a scale of zero to three. Zero indicated an 
i n abi I i ty to perfo rm th e task, andthreeindi cated them aster- 
ingof a skill. Someof the ski I Is were scored by repetitions or 
by time. The pre- and post-assessments that were collected 
for all children showed statistically significant improvement 
in all skills. Thisi improvement, seen over a nine-week period 
in a class meeting once a week, strongly suggests that the 
program was effective. 

Reports and Reflections. After the preservice students col- 
lect the assessments, they preparea report for the professor's 
review and then provide the parents with a copy of the 
approved report. At the beginning and end of the course, 
the preservice students are asked to complete a survey and 
write their reflections on the course, using the previously 
mentioned questions as prompts. The parents of the par- 
ticipating children are also asked to complete a survey and 
provide a reflection on their experience with the continu- 
ing-education class. 

Reflection Results. Thepreservicestudents' reflection shave 
shown that they felt more skilled and confident in teach- 
ing children basic movement and gymnastics skills. They 
also responded that, having seen that the children enjoyed 
participating in thegymnastics activities, they felt more mo- 
tivated to teach a basic gymnastics unit in their own classes 
in the school system. 


Several of the preservice students who completed the 
gymnastics coursenow work in after-school programs, intern- 
ships, and summer-school programs, and they have reported 
that they are able to teach children gymnastics skills with 
confidence. Thei r reflectionsalso indicated that a gymnastics 
unit is a valuable and unique way to teach a variety of basic 
movement skills that prepare children for other sports and 
physical activities. They also felt qualified to demonstrate 
these methods to mentoring physical education teachers, 
administrators, and family members of children they are 
associated with in their respective school systems. 

When asked to expresstheirobservationsand perceptions 
about their child's experience in the program, the parents' 
responses have been positive throughout the continuing- 
education program. Many parents have expressed their 
gratitudeand said that they would liketheir child to attend 
the gymnastics class more than once a week because they 
wan ted h i m or h er to progress beyon d th e basi c gym n asti cs 
skills. The parents observed their children's improvements 
throughout the 10 weeks and realized that the gymnastics 
classhelped theirchildren develop afoundation for confident 
and coordinated movement. They also expressed satisfaction 
with the improvements they observed in thepreservicestu- 
dents who worked with their children. Both the preservice 
students and theparents provided qualitative feed back that 
shows a reinforced commitment to help children continue 
a lifetime of physical activity. 
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